Introduction
The previous two chapters examined the hoped for and feared impact of FOI in Britain. This chapter illustrates the way in which we assess whether these have come about. There are four key groups involved in the operation of FOI: first are the officials who handle FOI requests or advise on them; second are requesters who use the legislation; third is the media, a small group of whom uses the Act but who play a key role in shaping the impact of FOI on public perceptions of the government. Finally there is the appeal system, the decisions of which shape the operation of legislation.
Our research methods reflected these four groups. First, interviews were conducted with officials, as well as with requesters and journalists. Second, an online survey asked requesters about their personal experience as well as their general impression of FOI. Third, more than a thousand articles in the national press relating to FOI were analysed. Fourth, the appeal system and its decisions were analysed. Where possible, the findings were correlated, though in some cases the insight provided by the different methods varied according to the research question: for example, civil servants' views were most pertinent to answering whether there has been a chilling effect, but less so when asking whether public trust in government has increased. Where there is conflicting evidence this is highlighted, and it is suggested which of the evidence is likely to be more reliable.
its effectiveness and how the Act is 'working'. Not all laws are actually operational or functioning, with many in place for cosmetic purposes (Relly and Sabharwal 2009: 154 Second, there are cross-country comparative surveys or analyses. These tend to focus on only one group of FOI requesters, the media (for example, Lidberg 2002), and some of the studies are concerned as much with freedom of the press as they are with FOI. Third, there are studies which use standardised FOI requests in different countries and compare the quality of the response. These are methodologically more rigorous, but complicated and expensive to organise: only one such study has been conducted, funded by the Soros Open Society Justice Initiative (Darbishire and Carson 2006) .
Our research has sought to do something different. It has sought to move towards a more systematic analysis of the impact of FOI in one country. Instead of its performance, we measure the impact of FOI in two ways: whether the Act has achieved its objectives and how it has affected the workings of Whitehall.
Official literature
The study draws upon official literature. This was the starting point for our study since, without a purpose clause in the Act, it was necessary to distil a set of objectives from documents such as the 1997 White Paper, select committee reports, parliamentary debates and other sources (see Chapter 2). We continue to draw on official documents throughout the study. Ministry of Justice statistics on the operation of the FOI Act provide much of the basis for the description of 'how FOI works'
